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INTRODUCTION 
 
A serious university language program deserves the very best in curriculum, materials and testing. 
As a department, we must constantly strive to improve our teaching, which includes the 
placement test since in a way it serves as the very foundation of the English courses at our school. 
It is the first contact most students have with our English program and determines our future 
relationship with them. We are indeed privileged to have control over our testing whereas other 
universities rely on results from the entrance exams or outside testing services. By producing a 
test ourselves, we are better able serve our students’ needs and respond to changes in curriculum. 
It was for this reason that a revision of the Freshman English Placement Test was undertaken. 
 
OVERVIEW 
 
The new Freshman English Placement Test (new FEPT) is based on the exam written by Kearney 
and Forster (1997) and revised by Ridge (1999). It also uses some of the pictures produced by 
Koelbleitner, Barkman and Jeffrey for the reprinting of the test in 2003. But in response to future 
curriculum changes, the reading section has been expanded and the questions place more 
emphasis on English for academic purposes rather than the general English of the original test. 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS FROM TEST ANALYSIS 
 
The following recommendations were made following analysis of the 2005 and 2006 
administrations of the 2003 version of the FEPT 
 
Questions 7 and 9 are too easy as are 5, 6, 8, and 10. Questions 1, 2 and 3 are perhaps suitable as 
a warm-up, but more are not needed. Also, some of the pictures may be confusing, for example 
the picture of the gymnasium is too small and may take examinees a few seconds to recognize. 
Likewise, the picture of the subway and of the government building may be unrecognizable to 
people who have never seen them. 
 
Questions 14 and 15 seem to confuse some students and may actually be testing their ability to 
read an analog clock rather than their English ability. 
 
Question 26 is difficult to interpret and most students seem unable to guess how the woman in 
the picture is feeling. 
 
Question 32 is too easy, especially at this point in the exam. It isn’t telling us anything more 
about the students and just takes up space (four pictures!) Other questions like this include 28, 29, 
30 and 33. 
 
Question 38, on the other hand, is too hard and most get it right by guessing apparently. Also, 
this section becomes a test of memory rather than English since there are three questions for each 
of the monologs and long dialogs. Since students are not allowed to take notes, they may be 
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forgetting what they heard by the time they get to the questions. 
 
Question 45 is difficult even for a native speaker. It assumes a familiarity with the places 
mentioned. 
 
The voices used for the dialog for question 32 and 54 do not match the pronouns in the test 
booklet, which is a potential cause of confusion. 
 
Questions 58, 65, 70 and 74 are acceptable, but could be improved. They are a bit difficult for 
the average student, though. 
 
REVISIONS 
 
The following is a section-by-section description of the new test with commentary on the test’s 
construction. 
 
COVER PAGE AND INSTRUCTIONS 
 
While not actually part of the test itself, the cover page is important and necessary component of 
the test. Kearney and Foster’s original test and Ridge’s edited version both began with clear 
instructions in Japanese which were omitted in 2003 because of limitations on the software used 
to create that version. These have been restored on the new version, but in edited form. It also 
solves another problem with administering the test which was the delay between seating students 
and commencement of the exam. This put a burden on the Japanese teachers who had to give 
directions and explain the test. This is now part of the booklet and also part of the test tape. It has 
the added benefit of standardizing the instructions the students are given. 
 
Part 1: Word Discrimination 
 
The idea for part 1 comes from Judy Gilbert’s Clear Speech (Cambridge University Press 2005.) 
In this section, students must differentiate between the sounds that make up English words 
including differences between vowel sounds, consonants such as l and r, syllable number and the 
linking between words in English. Therefore, lists of words such as: 
 
(A) at  (B) it  (C) sat  (D) sit  (E) set 
 
are given in response to the sentence, “the teacher said that’s it”, where the last two words are 
linked by the s sound. In moderating this question, it was found that the distracter, “sit”, was an 
attractive alternative with almost as many students choosing it as the correct answer while a 
handful chose (C) and others (E). No students chose (A). 
 
The change in testing method for this section was made for several reasons. First, analysis 
showed that many of the original questions were not discriminating between different levels of 
students very well (see Messerklinger 2006, forthcoming.) Furthermore, as a measure of 
vocabulary knowledge, the pictures take up more pages of the test than they were worth 
especially considering how poorly many of the questions were performing. Finally, some of the 
pictures, such as that of the interior of a gymnasium, were ambiguous; students didn’t know what 
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it was supposed to be.i When students were given the same test with words substituted for the 
pictures, not even the lowest level student missed a single point. It seems better to test 
vocabulary more directly using the words themselves and definitions of some sort, for example 
Psych Corps’ Test of Word Knowledge. 
 
Subtle changes make a difference in how the words test, and over 20 questions for the new 
section were written and tested using the concepts found in Gilbert and other pronunciation texts. 
Of these, a dozen or so did a fairly good job of discriminating between higher level and lower 
level students. For example, this list of words was tried with various sentences: 
 
(A) plane (B) rain (C) run  (D) terrain (E) train 
 
Using the sentence, “Hurry, or we’ll miss the train,” all students could hear the last word clearly. 
However, when the final word was changed to plane, more students missed this question making 
it a better test question. 
 
In addition, the lists of words are very flexible and allow for other possibilities. The list above, 
for example, can be used to test whether students can distinguish between words of one syllable, 
train and words with two, terrain.  
 
Interestingly, one problem that was discovered when trying these questions out in class was that 
the author’s students scored consistently higher than other classes even though the author’s class 
was at a lower level. For example, in the sentence, “He ran first,” more students in the author’s 
class heard the correct word than did those at a higher level, many of whom heard “fast.” This 
should be kept in mind when moderating questions in future. 
 
Part 2: Picture Identification 
 
The rubric for part 2 is from the TOEIC, but pictures for this test were taken from the previous 
version with new questions written for 16, 17, 18 and 23. The pictures available limited the 
number of new questions that could be written for this section. The strategies for choosing 
distracters were taken from various sources including Longman’s Preparation Series for the 
TOEIC Test (2003, p. 29). For example, the picture of the gymnasium was recycled, but given 
half a page so that test takers could see that students are playing badminton in the gymnasium. 
Therefore, the following descriptions were given: 
 
A) They are making a racket. 
B) The birds are flying into the net. 
C) They are playing in the gymnasium. 
D) They have lost their mittens. 
 
All these distracters use words such as racket, birds, and mittens that are somehow related to 
badminton. On the other hand, the picture of a black bag placed under a desk was used with the 
following descriptions: 
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A) The black bug is under the desk. 
B) The black bag is under the desk. 
C) The black bug is on the desk. 
D) The black bag is on the desk. 
 
The distracters “bug” sounds like the correct word and students are given two chances to 
discriminate between it and the correct word “bag.” For this section and the next, The Longman 
Preparation Series for the TOEIC Test, and the Oxford preparation Course for the TOEIC Test 
were used for question ideas. 
 
Part 3: Question and Answer 
 
The rubric for part 3 is also from the TOEIC, but the questions are all original. This rubric is very 
attractive since it is a pure listening exercise. It is also a very flexible way of testing; many more 
such questions could easily be written and moderated with out having to change the test booklet. 
The drawbacks are that only three choices can be offered without overtaxing the test taker’s 
memory, and when moderating the test, the first series of 16 questions that were tried proved 
tiring for many students. (The TOEIC, in fact, has only 20.) Twelve questions were eventually 
chosen for the test. The following is a typical question: 
 
Q: When is your next class? 
A) It’s Freshman English. 
B) In building 2. 
C) At 10:40. 
 
Other questions such as this, which test whether students can identify the question word used and 
the appropriate response, can be made with no trouble. For example, the above question could 
easily be modified so that B) is the correct answer. 
 
Part 4: Dialogs 
 
New dialogs and questions were written for part 4, but numbers 38, and 40 through 49 are taken 
from the old test and rewritten. The biggest problem with the questions on the old test was the 
amount of reading students had to do to answer what was supposed to be a listening question. 
For example, on the old test, the following question was given: 
 
Q: What did Maiko leave on the train? 
A) She left her book on the train. 
B) She left Naoko’s book on the train. 
C) She left her bag on the train. 
D) She left her Naoko’s bag on the train. (sic) 
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This was shortened to: 
 
Q: What did the woman leave on the train? 
A) Her book. 
B) Her bag. 
C) Her friend’s mobile phone. 
D) Her friend’s book. 
 
Similarly, the dialogs that used pictures and spoken questions were replaced with written 
questions and answers. So, rather than rely on a set of four pictures—the counter of a stationery 
shop, a taxi, the ticket machine in a subway station, and a bus waiting at a bus stop the question 
and answers were written out as follows: 
 
      Q: What is the man looking for? 
A) A stationery shop. 
B) A taxi stand. 
C) The ticket machines. 
D) A bus stop. 
 
In addition, the two dialog sections, “Short Dialogues” and “Long Dialogues”, were combined 
and the long dialogs shortened and the number of questions for each of the long dialogs reduced 
from three to two. This seems sensible since students are not instructed to take notes during the 
lengthy conversations and cannot be expected to remember the details of a conversation they are 
overhearing between two strangers. Combining the two sections also eliminates time wasted on 
giving another set of instructions, time that can be used for further testing. 
 
Part 5: Monologs 
 
The monologs in part 5 were edited and a new one added with text from the CIA’s World 
Factbook to reflect the emphasis on academic English. The growing trend towards content-based 
instruction means that students must understand lectures given in English. The CIA’s World 
Factbook was also used for the new reading questions.  
 
Part 6: Vocabulary 
 
Part 6 is from the Test of Word Knowledge (PsychCorp, A brand of Harcourt Assessment, Inc.) 
but all questions are original with words taken from the Ministry of Education’s vocabulary for 
junior and senior high school. As with all other sections of the exam, instructions are given in 
Japanese along with an example: 
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   PART 6 VOCABULARY 
濃い字の単語を見てください。(A)～(D) の中からその反対の意味を持つ単語を
選んでください。 
 
例 black  (A) dark (B) white (C) up          (D) down 
 
Blackの反対はWhiteなので正解は (B)。解答用紙の(B)をマークします。 
 
The example is necessarily obvious to ensure that students do not misunderstand. The following, 
on the other hand, is a typical question: 
 
Q: deep  (A) high (B) shallow (C) light (D) soft 
 
Although the antonym pair tested here may seem equally obvious to a native speaker, it proved 
to be quite effective in trials of the exam. 
 
Part 7: Grammar Fill-in-the-Blank and Find the Mistakes 
 
Many of the questions for part 7 come from the old test, but three new questions were added. A 
number of grammar books and sample placement tests besides the TOEIC test were look at, and 
the questions originated with ideas taken from them. Nonetheless, the questions also have a basis 
in the school’s surroundings. For example, this question refers to an actual place on campus. 
 
      Q: Let’s go to building 2 ______________ some coffee. 
A) for 
B) so that 
C) in order to 
D) because 
  
On the other hand, the Find the Mistakes has been left largely unchanged with only question 85 
added. This part of the test is an area that perhaps should be improved in the future after further 
study. 
 
Part 8: Sentence and Paragraph Comprehension 
 
Likewise, four new questions were written for the previously titled section Sample Questions, 
replaced by the more accurate title Sentence Comprehension. These questions were also inspired 
by the grammar books and placement tests studied. One comes from an on-line placement test 
for one of Canada’s leading language schools. Their original question, like much of the test, 
follows a Canadian theme, ice hockey. This was changed to fit a common interest among the 
Japanese students of the author’s class: 
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      Q: Keita used to practice guitar everyday. 
A) He practices guitar every day. 
B) He practiced guitar before, but now he doesn't. 
C) He practiced guitar before and still does. 
D) He is in the habit of practicing guitar every day. 
 
The choices were also modified somewhat and may affect the difficulty of the question. 
 
In addition, new readings for the Paragraph Comprehension section, renamed from Reading, 
were adapted from the CIA’s World Factbook: 
 
Despite two world wars, mankind has made much progress during the 20th 
century. Advances were made in medicine, science and technology. For example, 
penicillin was discovered in 1928, and the first moon landing was made in 1969. 
There was also a rise in living standards and life expectancy in North America, 
Europe and Japan. Perhaps the clearest proof of mankind’s success is that the 
planet's population continues to increase: from 1.65 billion in 1901, to 2 billion in 
1930, 3 billion in 1960, and 6 billion in 2000. 
 
      Q. What is this paragraph about? 
A) The two world wars during the 20th century. 
B) Mankind’s progress in the past century. 
C) The discovery of penicillin and the moon landings. 
D) The rise in living standards in many places such as Japan. 
E) The planet’s population growth. 
 
As with the passage taken from the World Factbook for the monolog, this paragraph was 
rewritten to make it easier to read. Although the overall paragraph is still somewhat difficult, the 
first two sentences are about the 8th grade level in the American school system. The next 
sentence, a passive sentence, is more challenging, but since the passive voice is studied 
intensively in Japanese high schools should not pose too much difficulty for better students. The 
next sentence is also 8th grade level, but the last sentence is much more difficult. Nonetheless, 
trials with this paragraph show that the question written for that sentence is actually very easy: 
 
      Q: What was the world’s population at the end of the century? 
A) One billion. 
B) Two billion. 
C) Three billion. 
D) Five billion. 
E) Six billion. 
 
FUTURE DIRECTIONS 
 
Although this revision expanded the number of questions on the test from 75 to 98, the test is in 
some ways more streamlined. Rather than the original nine sections and 29 printed pages there 
are now eight sections and 18 printed pages. It may be desirable to continue the process of 
simplifying the test further by reducing the listening section to two parts and the written section 
 20
to two or three. Since almost all students can read English, there is perhaps no need at all for 
pictures, and the sentence comprehension section could be subsumed under the reading section 
and the error recognition section expanded. 
 
On the other hand, multiple versions of the test, one easier the other more difficult, could be 
created with questions generated and moderated during the school year. Before sitting the test, 
students could be screened to get a rough idea of their level. A simple questionnaire might be 
sufficient for this creating a three layer placement process. The final step, oral placement 
interview which follows the exam, has already been refined along these lines and includes sets of 
questions for advanced, intermediate and novice speakers of English. Another use of multiple 
versions of the test might be as an exit exam, but to make this truly effective the test would have 
to be extensively rewritten to reflect the curriculum which now consists of an assortment of 
textbooks. 
 
For many schools, just as curriculum planning has become merely a matter of choosing a 
textbook, testing has become a matter of choosing an off the shelf test or using the tests packaged 
with the textbook series chosen for the curriculum. It cannot be denied that large publishers and 
testing services such as ETS, with their wealth of resources and expertise, can create some truly 
first-rate curriculum, materials and tests. The option is to give up control of curriculum and 
testing to concentrate on teaching, or to maintain control of all three. Good teaching requires 
preparation which includes thoughtfully chosen materials and methods, a well planned 
curriculum and accurate and reliable testing. Testing begins with a careful study of the 
curriculum and students, an analysis of available test data, and constant writing and monitoring 
of test questions. Doing it right takes time and effort. For some schools and teachers, this may be 
too much trouble and so off the shelf curricula and tests are a better choice. For others to whom 
designing a unique curriculum tailored to a specific group of students is important, an in-house 
test may be the only option. 
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i It is possible that the pictures actually place an additional burden on test takers since they must 
first identify the picture and may do so in their native language. They must then find the correct 
translation of the word. It is easy to make a mistake in this relatively long chain of mental 
processes. For example, students may focus on the basketball hoop in the picture and think 
“basketball court” instead of gymnasium. 
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